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ROXIE THOMPSON:
1993 KANSAS HUMAN AND CIVIL RIGHTS AWARD WINNER

-

BY
GINA STUCKERT
AND
SUB GLODT

SCHOOL OF &DUCATION
FORT HAYS STATE UNIVERSITY
SUMMER 1993

~HAPTBR I I
INTERVIEW WITH ROXIB THOMPSON
Gina:

Hi.

My name is Gina Stuckert and I am here today

with Sue Glodt.

We are both graduate students in

educational administration.

We are students of Dr.

Allan Hiller at Fort Hays State University.

Today,

July 1, 1993, we are here at Victor Ornelas Elementary
School in Garden City, Kansas, visiting with a teacher,
Mrs. Roxie Thompson, who won an award in April of 1993.
She will tell us about the award in just a little while.
Hi, Roxie.
Mrs. Thompson:
Gina:

Hi.

It is very nice to meet you and hear about your

background.
ask you.

We do have a few questions we would like to

We would like to know if there was anyone or

anything in particular that inspired you to choose
education as a career.
Hrs. Thompson:

I think probably the most inspirational

people in my life_ have been my family.

We had many

foreign students in my home when I was growing up and we
learned to love to be around foreigners.
very involved in helping other people.

Hy mother was
I just had a

special interest in teaching and helping other people.
Gina:

Not to date you, but how many years have you been

teaching?
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Mrs. Thompson:

I have been teaching twenty-three years.

Next year will be my twenty-fourth year.
,--

All here in

Garden City, believe it or not, but in different
capacities.

I taught special education (emotionally and

mentally handicapped children} for three years and then
went into a regular classroom and taught second grade in
a bilingual elementary school for five years. I enjoyed
that tremendously, but the opportunity opened up for me
to go into Chapter One reading .

This meant back to

school, but I chose to go that route and became a
reading teacher and reading specialist.

I went ahead

and went back to school and got certified as a reading
specialist .

I worked in the school district in that

capacity for seven years, and at that time many
multilingual children were entering our school system
here.

I was working with some of them to build their

reading skills and became interested in an ESL (English
as a Second Language} position that was opened in
approximately March of 1985, and I chose to leave
reading. I interviewed and became the first elementary
ESL teacher here in Garden City and here I am!
Gina:

This particular school, Victor Ornelas, has how

many certified ESL teachers?
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Hrs. Thompson:

We have twenty certified ESL teachers

employed with us right here and we are very proud of
that. I have to admit that I am the one who taught the
classes from Fort Hays State University to help those
teachers become accredited.

We are very, very pleased.

Really, the key to what makes this school a very
successful elementary school is the fact that our
teachers understand language acquisition, understand
multiculturalism, and understand the diversity that
exists.

We all have to work very, very hard to make

this school what it is.
Gina:

That is great that you played such a big part in

it, too.
Hrs. Thompson:
Gina:

I loved it.

What were some of your most memorable early

experiences in teaching?
Hrs. Thompson:

We all have some of those.

My most memorable experiences were

probably experiences of helping the underprivileged
children.

I just always have had a special place in my

heart for children who are less fortunate, and I have
some really neat, special, little keepsakes that were
given to me by students who really did not have much at
home to give.

These are very special things that I have
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not mean anything to anyone else except to me.

They are

very precious.
Gina:

You can give us an example of one if you want to.

Hrs. Thompson:

I do have a rosary that was given to me

by a little Spanish boy years ago, and I really did not
want to accept it, but he just cried, so I did.
have it at home in a drawer.

So I

I also have some little

things that Asian children have made for me.

Probably,

in the past eight years, the thing that is very
meaningful to me, I guess, has been the fact that many
of my students have kept in touch with me.

I do have

Vietnamese students that call me from Hawaii, and a boy
that calls me from New Orleans, Louisiana, who does not
have a mother in the United States.

He is now twenty

years old and he still keeps in touch with me.
Gina:

Those are special.

Hrs. Thompson:

Gina:

Those are special times for me.

How has teaching changed, do you think, from when

you started until now?
Hrs. Thompson:

Teaching has really changed in the

aspect that the United States has become so
multilingual.

In the early 1970's, bilingual education

was starting across the United States, but we did not
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have ESL.

Over the years, because of the many refugees

and immigrants that were entering the United States,
there became a huge demand for ESL in the public school
system. Therefore, I feel like the teachers are meeting
new challenges that were not there in the early 1970's.
I am not sure that teachers are trained quite enough in
linguistics at universities right now.

I worked with

student teachers who were just observing, and in
visiting with them, found there were many, many areas
where they lacked knowledge.

I feel like every teacher

must possess [these qualities] to become a very
sensitive, flexible, caring, and loving teacher.

I do

not know if universities are giving classes in
multiculturalism now, except at the graduate level.

I

have taught at the graduate level, but I am not sure
that there should not be classes for multiculturalism
and methodology, the methods that you must use and be
aware of, incorporated before the graduate level.

I

feel that it is important, because those teachers are
entering our mainstream education.
Gina:

So, if you were to be giving advice right now to

a beginning teacher, would that be part of the advice
that you would give them?
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Mrs. Thompson:

Yes.

Teachers have to know how to work

with children from different ethnic backgrounds.

It is

very, very important to know that you must find out a
little bit about their culture.

You must be sensitive

enough in the classroom to find out some information
about where that student comes from so that you will not
infringe upon that student's rights or his/her cultural
background .

I think sometimes our teachers are so

caught up with all the educational jargon and all the
educational background that they forget the very common
sense things that they deal with on an everyday basis.
Gina:

What do you think some of the most positive

things are in education today?
Mrs. Thompson:

The most positive thing, I guess, is

the fact that we do have teachers who care.

I am

running into a lot of teachers who are willing to do
more.

They are not closed-minded and are very open to

learning about students that are in our public school
system.

I think in this day and age if you are going

into education, you must go into it with a very open
mind.

On the other hand, I do have certain feelings

about administration.

I talked some while ago about how

the state is mandating that we as public educators have

10

hours in ESL, but it does not mandate that administrators have hours in ESL .

Therefore, a teacher who is

progressive and wants to do many things to meet the
needs of her students is many times stifled, because the
administrator above her is lacking the knowledge to open
the door for her.
Gina:

So, some of the positive things you see are that

the teachers are progressing, but you would like to see
the administrators progressing as well .

How do think

our community views education as a whole?
Mrs. Thompson :

I am going to address just specifically

the community of Garden City because we are so
multi-ethnic .

I think it was a year ago or so.

There

was a study done and there were twenty-seven different
languages spoken here at Garden City.
people do not realize that.

I know many

We are very multi-ethnic

and that is why the Ford Foundation chose Garden City to
do their cultural study of how we incorporate and accept
different diversities.

The community was well aware of

the Ford Foundation when they were in here doing their
study and I worked with them also .
publicity at that time .

We got a lot of

Garden City has been written up
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in many of the newspapers across the United States.

I

have a brother in San Francisco who has read about
Garden City, Kansas, even in the paper there.

So, I

think the public, overall, is pretty accepting of
education, teachers, and also the multi-ethnic diversity
that exists here.
that area.

We still have lots of work to do in

I think that as many of us go out and do

public speaking experiences [this area will improve].

I

know I have spoken at district meetings and many larger
Sunday school classes here in Garden City.

Hopefully,

we will be working this fall with some of the
professionals in the field of insurance.

I feel like we

are progressing as a community to understand education
and where we are now in the 1990's to the year 2000.
Overall, Gina and Sue, I feel like Garden City is
working more positively toward accepting education.
Gina:

You have said that Garden City has been written

up in the papers, and it appears that you have, too,
quite often, and especially in April of this year. Could
you tell us about your award?
Mrs. Thompson:

I sure could.

What an exciting event!

I was nominated by the Garden City Teacher
Association for the Kansas Human and Civil Rights Award.
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The president and I worked very diligently to put
together a profile of multi-ethnic celebrations which we
have here at Victor Ornelas Elementary School .
believe in celebrating cultural diversity.
students understanding each other.

I

I believe in

That is the key to

education and to successful learning experiences.
celebrate Fiesta in September.
celebration for the Vietnamese.

We

We celebrate the Tet
We celebrate the

Laotian New Year, usually in April, and the Cinco De
Mayo in May.

Of course, this is not possibe without the

support of my faculty and our students.

So I give the

credit to them, because my award would not have been
possible if it had not been for their support.

I was

nominated because we do celebrate cultural diversity and
because with our students here, no one is different.
Because you do not speak English, you are not different.
Our students are beautiful in the fact that if we have a
new student come in from anywhere, it does not matter,
and when we are on the playground we can say, "Juan,
will you take Thuy and go play with her because she does
not speak English . "

The student will take the child and

go play and it is a very loving atmosphere.
the teachers love the students .

Of course,

There is just a lot of
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love here in this school.

One first grade teacher told

me she felt like she was not progressing as fast as she
should and she has a truly bilingual first grade.

She

said, "I started hugging each child every day and they
just turned around and progressed to the ultimate."
there is a lot of love in our school.

So

Therefore,

because the atmosphere in my school lends me the
opportunities to celebrate the cultural diversities and
have the programs that we have, that is why I was
nominated for the award.
and Civil Rights Award.

The award was a Kansas Human
It was first awarded in 1986,

so it has not been around too long.

It is presented to

individuals, schools, educational associations, or
organizations working in the field of human and civil
rights within the last five years.

It is given for

activities in protecting the rights of others, improving
interpersonal or intergroup relations, further
understanding an~ appreciation of multi-ethnic groups.
That is why my organization went ahead and nominated me
for the award.

Gina:

Roxie, I understand that you may have a shot at

the national award this year?
Mrs. Thompson:

Possibly, but I do not think so.

The
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state of Kansas is going to go ahead this next year and
endorse or support me for the national award.
Gina:

You talked about there being a lot of love

in your classroom and others in the school.

If I were

to interview your students, how do you think they would
describe you?
Hrs. Thompson:

That is getting very personal.

Oh,

Gina, I tell you what ... I love my students to death and
we hug each other.
constantly .

I have students who call me

My family is very used to the telephone

ringing and somebody being on the other end that they
cannot understand completely and they just say, "Mom,
this is for you."

It is invariably one of my students--

Vietnamese, Laotian, Spanish--it does not matter.

I

have students call me constantly and so I guess or hope
that they feel as much love toward me as I do toward
them, because I love each and every one of them.
Nationality, language, or color does not matter because
I love them all.

That is why I am in the position that

I am in.
Gina:

It sounds as though you have no discipline

problems, because of this rapport with the students.
Hrs. Thompson:

No, we really do not have any discipline
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problems here at Victor Ornelas.

We have a student body

of over 600 students, and we have severely handicapped
students housed here, so we have students in
wheelchairs .

We have a blind student in our school who

is in the regular mainstreamed classroom .

We have had

as many as eight to nine different languages represented
here and the teachers are here at Victor Ornelas because
they want to be here.

There is sort of an underlying

tone that if you do not want to be in our school and
work with multi-ethnic students and language diverse
students, then you need to go elsewhere.
Gina:

Do you think that working with ESL students is

different than working with regular students?
Hrs. Thompson:

Yes, very definitely .

Working with

students who come from another language background, many
of the students are totally non-English proficient. The
ESL program, Gina, I might just share this with you and
Sue.

This last year there were three of us teaching ESL

here, and we worked with 160 students daily who are
limited English proficient .

I worked with sixty

students alone, and we do overlap with our programs, so
flexibility is the name of the game.

Our teachers, and

most of us in the ESL program, work very, very
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diligently and very closely to decide and devise a very
advantageous educational program for that individual
student.

A totally non-English proficient student will

probably be in our ESL program a good three to three and
one half hours a day so they are not sitting in the
total mainstreamed classroom with the classroom teacher.
We work together with the regular classroom teacher
also, so that she does not have the burden, I guess you
would say, of seeing that student sitting there not
understanding, and having to provide something else for
that student to do .

In order for our program to be

successful, we have to function very closely with the
classroom teachers.

It has to be that way .

We also

have paraprofessionals hired here, Vietnamese, Laotian,
and Spanish, and they are also a key to our successful
program and the success of our school.

Our

paraprofessionals are really wonderful.
Gina:

Let us take just a really short break and we will

be right back.
Hrs. Thompson:
Sue:

Hi.

O. K.

My name is Sue Glodt and I am going to finish

the last part of the interview with Roxie Thompson.
know that earlier you talked about ESL students that

I
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still keep in contact with you.

What made you decide to

go into teaching ESL students?
Hrs. Thompson:

Back, Sue, when I started into the

teaching profession, there were no ESL programs in
Kansas or anywhere around here. ESL here in Garden City
has just come about in the last eight to nine years.
Bilingual education opened up here in the early 1970's,
for Spanish here in Garden City, but there was no ESL
component until about three years ago.

I was the first

elementary ESL teacher hired. What made me decide to go
into it was that I am always ready for new challenges
and I had been working with some of the Vietnamese
students in my reading program, because there was no ESL
component to develop language skills, and I loved
working with the Southeast Asian students. They are very
dear to my heart.

When the ESL position opened up, I

had my reading specialist's certification. Reading and
language go hand in hand and I guess that was my
background.

I think I am a very patient person. I try

to be, because it does take a lot of patience.

The

opportunity and the doors opened, I went for it, and
here I am.

I guess every opportunity, like to teach at

the university level, it just happened and I opted for
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it.

I did not know if I would enjoy teaching my peers

or not.

It turned out as a very rewarding experience. I

am always ready to try new things .

Like I said, I am

teaching at Garden City Community College also.

The

same with adults that did not speak English, the
opportunity just opened up and I thought I did not know
if I would always be working with elementary age
students or not.

I thought maybe I needed to go and try

to work with adults and see if I did in fact like it or
felt comfortable. I love the adults that I teach. It is
a terrific challenge and it is great.
Sue:

You shared a story with us earlier about a young

man that you tried to teach to speak English.

Can you

share that story with them?
Mrs. Thompson:

It was years ago when I taught in one of

the first migrant schools in Kansas, which was in Leoti.
This was before my junior and senior year of college. It
was in the summer of 1967.

In Leoti, Kansas, I went up

and taught at the migrant school that summer.

It was

mostly directed by teachers and college age students out
of Texas.

We had class two nights a week, and in fact,

at the time someone nominated me to teach there.

I had

my first experience teaching Hispanic men who spoke very
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little English, but wanted to learn to read.

That was a

very big challenge.

I since, of course, have had

further experience.

Actually, six years ago I was at

the adult learning center teaching reading, and I had my
first experience teaching a German Mennonite from
Mexico.

His first language was low German; he also

spoke Spanish and had never been to school one day in
his life.

He wanted to learn to read. So, I have had

many challenges both in the field of reading and
language, and with both children and adults.
Children, of course, learn much more quickly because the
language is not context embedded until about age eight.
Back with our teachers here at our school, it is very,
very important that the staff that I work with or the
staff that is working with ESL students understand the
time span that it takes to develop a second language.

I

have worked with some of the communities around, and I
have had some of the paraprofessionals from some of the
smaller communities tell me that their teachers want
them to teach the children English in three months.
That is totally unreal, because the research on language
acquisition [says] it takes anywhere from zero to two
years to learn basic communication language skills and
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five to seven years to develop the cognitive skills
needed for academics such as science or social studies.
At our school, Victor Ornelas, our students who are nonEnglish proficient and low-limited English proficient
never see science or social studies until they are high,
high-limited.

Then we have either a paraprofessial,

because I do not have the time, or my paraprofessial who
is also certified in ESL teaches some social studies or
science content to fifth grade students who have the
language vocabulary level of third grade.

We then pull

textbooks at a third grade level and she may teach
social studies to them at the third grade vocabulary
level.

Our administration in this school is very open

and supportive and that is what makes it work.
Sue:

What methods would you think could better evaluate

administrators and teachers?
Hrs. Thompson:

As far as teachers being evaluated, it

has been a positive experience thus far.

Relating back

to the fact that we as educators are supposed to be
taking classes in ESL, but the administration does not;
therefore, they have no classes in methodology,
linguistics, or understanding multiculturalism, but here
they come in to evaluate me when I am teaching and they
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do not even know what I am doing.

So, I see this

becoming a real problem facing the educational field
unless we change that and have the administrators taking
the classes right along with us teachers.

I feel that

teachers should have a chance to evaluate administrators.

If there is a good working relationship, there

should be no problems in that area.
Sue:

Can you tell us a little bit about your teaching

style?

I know your situation is a little different than

a regular classroom.
Hrs. Thompson:

Yes.

I am in a different situation.

I

guess I use an ecclectic approach which is you pull
tricks out of a bag and you use what works for you and
what is comfortable.
setting.

In ESL I am in a totally different

I am in a small room.

The most number of

students that I work with is probably eight because of
the size of the room.

We work on language skills and I

incorporate some _methods that we use in ESL, such as the
natural approach.

I always say when you teach ESL it is

like show and tell, because you model at the same time
while you are teaching.

You never instruct just by

reading directions like you would in a regular
classroom.

You must show and tell at the same time and
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I work right along with my students.

You never set any

student up for failure, but most of all a child who does
not speak English should never be set up for failure.
It will be a long, long time before that child tries
again.
Sue:

You said earlier that teachers should be aware of

students' cultures so that we do not do something that
would offend them in their culture.

Can you give us

some examples?
Hrs. Thompson:

O.K.

Sure.

I work with my staff out

here and we inservice every year before school starts
even though the same staff is here basically every year.
We always have some new staff on board.

It is really

important for us to review and go back over some of the
cultural diversities and things that we must be aware of
to make our school successful.

One of the things that

is most prevalent in both the Asian and the Spanish
culture is eye contact.

Students who are very

respectful of teachers do not show eye contact to their
teacher.

They look down and not directly at you.

course, that is not the American way.

Of

In our education

system it is always, "Look at me when I am talking to
you."

We immediately assume that the child is not

v_
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paying attention when it is exactly the opposite .
student is paying very much respect to you.
thing that I stress highly.

The

That is one

Another thing that comes to

mind is the fact that students, and even my adults, in
many other cultures address me as teacher.

They do not

address me as Roxie and they do not address me as Mrs.
Thompson.

I am teacher.

That is a very hard concept

for our public educators to overcome.

If I look back in

the culture of these students, within every culture
except the American culture, teachers are highly
respected.

Only in our culture, and I am sorry to share

this, [is "teacher"] kind of a derogatory term at times.
In the Southeast Asian culture, you have Buddha or God
(most of the students practice Buddism) and then you
have the teacher and then the parents.

So, for them to

address me as teacher, I accept that with a lot of
respect.

In the Spanish culture, the word "teacher" is

highly respected.

So it is very appropriate for those

students to address us as teacher. That is one thing
that our staff has worked very hard to overcome, the
fact that I am not Mrs. Thompson.

In most cultures,

names do not mean anything. In the Vietnamese culture,
if I was Thuy Nguyen, I would not be Mrs. Nguyen anyway,
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I would be Hrs. Thuy.

The last names are immaterial. It

is only in our culture that names are so important. It
is really important to realize that being addressed as
teacher is very respectful and we should accept it.
Sue:

Will you tell us what has been the hardest thing

about teaching in your career?
Hrs. Thompson:

Probably changing jobs, because when I

changed into a new position I changed schools.

Many

times I have lost contact with my former students and
that is probably the most difficult.
Sue:

What do you feel was the most rewarding?

Hrs. Thompson:

students.

The most rewarding were just my

I love them to pieces.

students, I just dearly love.

Even my adult

I shake hands with them.

That is another thing that in many cultures it is not
acceptable for a woman to shake the hand of a man.

I

feel as a teacher that it is pretty appropriate for me,
and I do shake the hands of my students.

I might share

with you when our parents come into our school, one of
our goals is for our parents to feel very welcome and
very comfortable when they enter Victor Ornelas
Elementary School.

We have out of 600 students, about

ninety-eight percent attendance at parent teacher
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conferences.

We have interpreters available and they

know that when they come there will be someone to
interpret .

Even though we may set a time for

conferences, we do not stick to that.

I think

flexibility is also the name of the game when you
are working with minorities or ESL parents.

There was a

check to see how many of our parents were employed at
the beef industries and we have over sixty-five to
seventy percent of our parents employed in one of the
beef plants here.

As far as scheduling parents to come

in, we have to be flexible to meet the time that is
appropriate for those parents.

Our parents feel really

comfortable here. I think it is because we have people
who can speak their language and we do reach out to all
of them.

It is not an uncomfortable atmosphere. It is

very relaxed.
Sue:

Before we close, I know that you teach two nights

a week at the Adult Learning Center, you taught masters
classes for Fort Hays State University, plus you teach
full time here.

Are there any hobbies that you do in

your free time?
Mrs. Thompson:

Not really.

when we can be together.

I like to be with my family

I enjoy teaching and I guess
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that is why I teach so much, because I do enjoy it .
is my baby.

ESL

That is what I will do from here on out

bec ause I dearly love it.

I love sharing cultural

diversity with the community and sharing the importance
of citizens in the community understanding each other
and growing, learning , and loving each other .

It is so

important for the growth of America.
Sue:

Is there anything else that you would like to add?

Hrs. Thompson:

I just might close with the fact that we

do celebrate cultural diversity and celebrate the
programs here in our school.

The students all love

worrying about each other and it is all part of growing
up and part of growing up in America now in the 1990's.
What I feel is that once we learn to accept each other
and learn to love and respect each other for who we are
and where we come from, then it allows us all to learn,
love , and live together under the flag of freedom.
Sue:

Thank you for doing the interview for us.

Roxie,

there is a poster behind you and we want to take a
picture of you standing by it.

Can you explain this a

little bit?
Hrs. Thompson:

We enjoy cultural diversity so much and

we are always looking for ways for students to identify
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maybe their homeland or the country that they come from.
This is one important facet of a student keeping his
cultural heritage.

We always encourage a student never

to forget who they are and where they come from .

I

always did encourage my students and their parents at
parent teacher conferences to retain their home
language .

Many times the father will speak broken

English, but the mother does not speak any English at
all.

We have Miyong who is losing her Laotian language

and I say, "Miyong, that mother will always be your
mother so retain your home language."

This I think just

helps the students to identify with where they come from
and many of our students come from different places
around the world.

Victor Ornelas does, in fact, open up

a new world for our 600 students who attend school here .
Sue:

We would like to thank you again, Roxie.

The

field of education is very lucky to have you.
Hrs. Thompson:
interviewing me.

Thank you.

Thank you so much for

I appreciate it, Sue and Gina.

